Detection and clinical significance of occult tumour cells in colorectal cancer.
A variety of techniques have been employed for the detection of occult tumour cells in the blood, bone marrow and lymph nodes of patients with colorectal cancer. This review examines the methods used, results obtained and the clinical significance of studies in this field. A Medline literature search was performed using the terms colorectal cancer, minimal residual disease, micrometastasis, polymerase chain reaction, reverse transcriptase polymerase chain reaction and immunocytochemistry; further references were obtained from key articles. Immunocytochemical examination of bone marrow is the benchmark for detecting clinically significant occult disease. Larger standardized studies are required to confirm the prognostic significance of molecular assays for the detection of tumour cells in blood and bone marrow. The prognostic significance of lymph node tumour cells detected by either immunohistochemical or molecular methods awaits further affirmation. Standardization of terminology and techniques used, combined with large prospective clinical studies, is required if detection of occult residual disease is to become a prognostic marker for recurrence in colorectal cancer.